LEARNING CONNECTIONS

ome Web 2.0 tools do one thing

but do it well. Wordle is one

of them. This free Web-based
tool creates word clouds from text.
These clouds, or visual representations
of text, give prominence to words
that appear more frequently in the
text. You can copy and paste any text
and make a word cloud out of it. As
you press the create button, there is a
magical moment when unwieldy text
is transformed into an image on the
screen. The larger words can help the
viewer quickly and easily identify the
main ideas in the text. You can also
enhance your word clouds by chang-
ing the font, layout, and colors.

When I first discovered Wordle, I

decided to share it with my middle
school students. We were discussing
the power of words and the power of
images. It seemed like a perfect fit. We
went to the Our Documents website
and created a word cloud out of the
Declaration of Independence. Then
I gave the assignment of choosing a
document from the 100 Milestone
Documents on the site. They loved
it. The conversations they were hav-
ing were compelling. One student
chose the Gettysburg Address. He
said he decided to make the colors
gray because the text was about war,
and it was sad. Another student chose
Andrew Jackson’s Message to Con-
gress On Indian Removal. She was
reading it over and commenting that
the words whites and civilized were
together and the words Indians and
savage were together. This sparked a
discussion about racism and the cre-
~ ation of our country. I could not get
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my students to leave when the bell
rang. I knew this was one site I want-
ed to share with other teachers.

In addition to teaching, I conduct
staff development workshops for
teachers in my district, and I include
Wordle in many training sessions.
Usually we create a word cloud with
the Declaration of Independence or
a piece of literature. It never ceases to
amaze me how Wordle just clicks with
so many teachers, no matter what
their level of technology is. Teachers
usually leave my workshop and, out
of all of the sites I cover, start using-
Wordle first.

One of the social studies teachers in
my school always asked her students
to create interesting covers for their
reports. She likes to encourage cre-
ativity, but some students complained
that they could not draw, and they
hated that part of the assignment.

The teacher’s technology skills were
not that strong, but she had heard
about Wordle. She gave them the
option of copying and pasting their
reports into Wordle, selecting layout
and color, and using that as the cover.
Many of her students decided to try it.

One student put her report into
Wordle and saw that also appeared as
the largest word, indicating that it was
the most frequently used. She showed
it to her teacher and said, “I guess
I use also too much.” The teacher
made a lesson out of it, and now the
students are much more aware of the
word choices they make.
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This teacher now uses Wordle with
all of her students, and it has become
a word-variety self-assessment tool.

One language arts teacher decided to
play around with Wordle by using ex-
cerpts from literature. She found texts
on sites such as the University of Vir-
ginia’s eBook Library, printed them,
and displayed them in her classroom.
She didn’t teach with them, but soon
the students started asking about the
word clouds. She demonstrated to her
students how the Wordles can point
out the important stuff about charac-
ters, theme, etc. Students could also use
them to find repetitive words. She said
that because the images are so visually
appealing, kids are drawn to them and
they are more engaged in the text.

Wordle is much more than just a
way to create pretty pictures with
words. It is a great visualization tool
that can become a catalyst for discus-
sion and insight. It is about under-
standing and discovering patterns
in text and generating conversations
among students and teachers.

Resources

Our Documents: www.ourdocuments.gov/
index.php?flash=false& _

University of Virginia’s eBook Library: &
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/ebooks

Wordle: www.wordle.net
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